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Abstract :  Spotted dolphins (Stenella attenuata) that interact with the purse-seine fishery 
for yellowfin tuna in the eastern Pacific Ocean have learned to evade encirclement, 
usually by breaking into small groups and escaping between speedboats attempting to 
herd the tuna-dolphin aggregation. Data on evasive behavior (1982-2001) and numbers of 
dolphin sets (1959-2001) showed that the evasive response (the average percentage of the 
dolphin herd that evades encirclement by the net) varied spatially, both in terms of its 
magnitude and its correlation with cumulative fishing effort.  The dolphins in coastal 
areas first exploited by the fishery in the early 1960’s exhibited high evasion (up to 60%), 
but with a limited correlation with cumulative effort. The dolphins in areas further 
offshore that were next exploited in the mid- to late 1960’s showed high evasion (up to 
20-40%) and a significant positive relationship between fishing effort and evasive 
response. The dolphins in far-western and southern areas, first exploited in the late 
1960’s to early 1970’s, exhibited low evasion (mostly <10%) and little relationship 
between fishing effort and evasion.  We hypothesize that this pattern is the result of two 
types of fishing pressure.  First, in the offshore areas that had substantial effort, the more 
sets in an area, the more evasion occurred, suggesting that learning progressed with 
increased experience with the fishery.  Second, in coastal areas, high levels of evasion, 
regardless of fishing effort, may be indicative of great pressure exerted by the fishery in 
the early 1960’s, when purse-seiners were replacing baitboats as the predominant tuna 
fishing boats and when fishing procedures and gear for releasing dolphins alive from the 
purse-seine net were still new to many fishermen. Given the high risk of dolphin 
mortality in the nets at that time, the pressure for dolphins to evade encirclement would 
have been intense.  


